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Rising Rents in Boston in the 90s 
Preliminary Report 


Summary 


This report examines rent changes in Boston’s neighborhoods from 1991 to 1998 using 
surveys of advertised rents in the Sunday Boston Globe for July 1991, full year 1995, and the first 
quarter of 1998, and the Sunday Boston Herald for full year 1995. The focus of this analysis is on 
changes in median rents of two bedroom apartments as typical of those sought by families in 
Boston. It is a preliminary report because a more complete analysis of changes in rents over time 
will be published by the Department of Neighborhood Development of the City of Boston in 1999. ' 


Median monthly rents in 1998 ranged from $725 in Roxbury to $2,500 in Central Boston. 
Over the seven years between 1991 and 1998, neighborhoods displayed different levels of rent 
increases at different times. The increases generally were well above the rate of inflation for the 
time period and ranged from $50 to $1,550 per month. In addition, increases in neighborhoods 
were closely associated with their distances to Central Boston — the closer a neighborhood was to 
Central Boston, the higher was its rent increase and the earlier did its rent growth start. The gap 
between the highest and lowest median rents widened between 1991 and 1998 as neighborhoods 
with high median rents to start showed higher rates of increase than those with low median rents. 


The five neighborhoods with the highest rents in 1991 were the same in 1998 - Central 
Boston, Back Bay/Beacon Hill, Charlestown, the South End and Fenway/Kenmore - though 
reshuffled slightly. The eight neighborhoods with the largest percentage and dollar increases 
were Central Boston, Charlestown, Back Bay/Beacon Hill, South Boston, Fenway/Kenmore, the 
South End, and East Boston. Four neighborhoods further away from downtown area had more 
modest increases, though all were greater than inflation - Dorchester, West Roxbury, Jamaica 
Plain, and Hyde Park. Roslindale’s increase was slightly lower than inflation, while Roxbury had 
the smallest increase and at 7.4% actually saw rents decline in terms of real dollars. Roxbury, 
Hyde Park, and Roslindale remained the least expensive neighborhoods in which to rent an 
apartment in 1998. (Data were not available for Mattapan in1998, but Mattapan had the lowest 
median rent in 1995.) 


How much did rents increase? 
Dollar Increase 


All neighborhoods in Boston saw an increase in median rents of two bedroom apartments 
from 1991 to 1998. Rents which ranged from $600 to $1,250 in 1991 rose to between $725 to 
$2,500 in 1998. The increases varied greatly, ranging from $1,550 for Central Boston to only $50 
for Roxbury. Most increases, however, were in the range of approximately $160 to $500. 


' Advertised rents might be different than the final amount that a tenant pays for the apartment as a result 
of the bargaining between the landlord and the tenant, or differ from actual rents because some apartments 
are not advertised for rent in the newspapers. How close these two numbers are depends on the supply 
and demand for the comparable apartments. In addition, because the rent surveys were done at different 
times in 1991, 1995, and 1998, and by different agencies (1991 - BRA; 1995 and 1998 - DND) readers 
should use these results with caution. As noted, a more complete analysis using more complete time 
series data is being conducted by the Department of Neighborhood Development and will be available at 
the beginning of 1999. 
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Neighborhoods with high rents tended to show larger increases in rent, with the result that 
the neighborhoods with the highest and lowest rents grew apart over this period. For example, 
the rent in Central Boston increased from $950 to $2,500, the rent in Charlestown went up from 
$850 to $1,750, and the rent in the Back Bay and Beacon Hill rose from $1,250 to $1,948. Lower 
priced rents in Roxbury, Hyde Park, and Roslindale went up $50 and $125 respectively between 
1991 and 1998. The gap between the highest and lowest rents increased from $650 in 1991 
(Back Bay/Beacon Hill and Roxbury) to $1,775 in 1998 (Central Boston and Roxbury). 


The dollar amount of the rent increase for a neighborhood was strongly related to its 
nearness to Central Boston — the closer to downtown, the higher the rent increase. All of the 
neighborhoods with increases of $400 or more are close to Central Boston. Those further away 
all had increases of less than $400 - some significantly less. 


Dollar Amount Change of Monthly Rents for Neighborhoods 
(Ranked by dollar change) 


Neighborhood 1991 1998 $Change 
Central Boston $950 $2,500 $1,550 
Charlestown $850 $1,750 $900 
Back Bay/Beacon Hill $1,250 $1,948 $698 
South Boston $695 $1,200 $505 
Fenway/Kenmore $850 $1,300 $450 
South End $1,000 $1,400 $400 
ae EastBoston ==» $650 $1050. $400 
Allston/Brighton $800 $1,136 $336 
Dorchester $650 $850 $200 
West Roxbury $750 $925 $175 
Jamaica Plain $775 $938 $163 
Roslindale $700 $825 $125 
Hyde Park $675 $800 $125 
Roxbury $675 $725 $50 
Mattapan $600 NA NA 
Highest $1,250 $2,500 $1,550 
Lowest $600 $725 $50 


Dollar Change in Median Rents, 1991 to 1998* 
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* The whole length of a bar indicates 1998 rents 

Cen — Central Boston: Chas — Charlestown; BB/BH — Back Bay/Beacon Hill; S Bos — South Boston, 
Fen — Fenway/Kenmore; S End — South End; E Bos — East Boston; AB — Allston/Brighton; Dor — 
Dorchester: W Rox — West Roxbury; JP — Jamaica Plain; Ros — Roslindale; Hyd — Hyde Park; Rox — 
Roxbury 
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Percentage Increase 


Examination of the percentage change in rents for two bedroom apartments revealed that 
rents increased faster than inflation in almost all of the neighborhoods. Central Boston led the 
way with a 163.2% increase while rents in Roxbury increased only 7.4%. 


Rents in eight neighborhoods - Central Boston, Charlestown, South Boston, East Boston, 
Back Bay/Beacon Hill, Fenway/Kenmore, Allston/Brighton and the South End - all grew by at least 
twice the inflation rate of 18.2% for the 1991-1998 time period. Rents in five of them rose by more 
than three times the inflation rate, with rental increases in Central Boston and Charlestown 


exceeded five times the rate of inflation. Seven of these eight neighborhoods, excluding 


Allston/Brighton, are also the neighborhoods which displayed the highest dollar increases and 


were also closest to downtown Boston. 


Three neighborhoods - Dorchester, West Roxbury, and Jamaica Plain - displayed rent 
increases less than twice the inflation level. Rents in Hyde Park and Roslindale rose at about the 
same as the period’s inflation rate, while the increase in Roxbury was significantly lower. Indeed , 
the 7.4% increase in nominal rents in Roxbury indicated that rents were actually cheaper in 1998 


than 1991 in terms of real dollars. 


Monthly Median Rent for Neighborhoods 


(Ranked by percent change) 


1998 
$2,500 
$1,750 
$1,200 
$1,050 


%Change 


163.2% 
105.9% 
72.7% 


Neighborhood 1991 
Central Boston $950 
Charlestown $850 
South Boston $695 
East Boston $650 
Back Bay/Beacon Hill $1,250 
Fenway/Kenmore $850 
Allston/Brighton $800 
South End $1,000 
Dorchester $650 
West Roxbury $750 
Jamaica Plain $775 
Hyde Park $675 
Roslindale $700 
Roxbury $675 
Mattapan $600 

Highest $1,250 
Lowest $600 


$2,500 
$725 


163.2% 
7.4% 


linflation rate is calculated based on CPI-U by U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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Cen — Central Boston; Chas — Charlestown; S Bos — South Boston; E Bos — East Boston; BB/BH — 
Back Bay/Beacon Hill; Fen — Fenway/Kenmore; AB — Allston/Brighton; S End — South End; Dor — 
Dorchester; W Rox — West Roxbury; JP — Jamaica Plain; Hyd — Hyde Park; Ros — Roslindale; Rox — 
Roxbury 


Neighborhoods Ranked by Amount of Rent 


In both 1991 and 1998, the neighborhoods close to downtown Boston demanded higher 
rents than those further away. The top five neighborhoods with the highest rents in 1991 - Back 
Bay/Beacon Hill, South End, Central Boston, Charlestown, and Fenway/Kenmore - were the same 
as the top five neighborhoods in 1998, because rent increases were concentrated more in the 
area centered around Central Boston over the seven years. 


Neighborhoods’ Ranking by Median Rents 
(Ordered by 1998 ranking) 


Neighborhood 1991 Rank : 1998 Rank Neighborhood 


Central Boston 3 : 4 Central Boston 

Back Bay/Beacon Hill 1 2 Back Bay/Beacon Hill 

Charlestown 4 ) Charlestown 

South End Bs 4 South End 
_Fenway/Kenmore ieee at ory ey Fenway/Kenmore 

South Boston 10 6 South Boston 

Allston/Brighton 6 7 Allston/Brighton 

East Boston si) 8 East Boston 

Jamaica Plain " 9 Jamaica Plain 

West Roxbury 8 10 West Roxbury 

Dorchester 13 11 Dorchester 

Roslindale 9 12 Roslindale 

Hyde Park 11 13 Hyde Park 

Roxbury 11 14 Roxbury 

Mattapan 15 ‘ NA Mattapan 


There was some shuffling of the rankings of these top neighborhoods between 1991 and 
1998. Central Boston surpassed the South End and Back Bay/Beacon Hill to become the most 
expensive neighborhood in 1998. The same forces that strongly drove up median rents in 
neighborhoods close to downtown Boston lifted South Boston to the sixth spot in 1998, up from 
tenth in 1991, and East Boston to eighth from thirteenth. Allston/Brighton remained as one of the 
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most expensive neighborhoods, but dropped from sixth to seventh place because of South 
Boston's rise. 


Rankings of the neighborhoods further away from downtown Boston slid a little except for 
East Boston, as noted above, and Dorchester. Dorchester moved up slightly to eleventh place in 
1998 from thirteenth in 1991. Hyde Park and Roxbury, both with low rents in 1991, ended up at 
the bottom of the ranking of rental costs in 1998. 


When did the rent increases occur? 


Percentage Changes 1991-1995 


For the four years between 1991 and 1995, percentage increases varied from 57.9% for 
Central Boston to 0% for Jamaica Plain and East Boston. Nine neighborhoods - Central Boston, 
Charlestown, Fenway/Kenmore, the South End, South Boston, Back Bay/Beacon Hill, Mattapan, 
West Roxbury, and Allston/Brighton - saw increases above the 9.4% rate of inflation during that 
period. Though no neighborhoods displayed rent decreases in nominal terms, the 9.4% inflation 
rate of the period resulted in a 6% to 9% reduction in rents in real terms for six neighborhoods - 
Dorchester, Hyde Park, Roslindale, Jamaica Plain, East Boston, and Roxbury. 


Percentage Increase in Rents Between 1991 and 1995 for Neighborhoods 


Neighborhood 1991-1995 
Central Boston 57.9% 
Charlestown 41.2% 
Fenway/Kenmore 23,0 %0 
South End 20.0% 
South Boston 18.7% 
Back Bay/Beacon Hill 16.1% 
Mattapan 14.7% 
West Roxbury 13.3% 
Allston/Brighton 11.8% 

1991 - 1995 Inflation = 9.4% 

Dorchester 3.8% 

Hyde Park 3.7% 
Roslindale 3.6% 

Roxbury 1.9% 

Jamaica Plain 0.0% 

East Boston 0.0% 

Highest 57.9% 
Lowest 0.0% 


Percentage Changes 1995-1998 


The three years between 1995 and 1998 showed larger rent increases than the previous 
four years. Rent increases were generally in double digits, with 12 of the 15 neighborhoods 
showing increases ranging from 13.8% to 66.7%. West Roxbury and Roxbury were the only two 
neighborhoods that had increases of less than 10%, and of these two, Roxbury was the only 
neighborhood where the increase did not exceed the 8.0% rate of inflation for that period. 
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Generally, the neighborhoods that ranked at the top in percentage increase between 1991 
and 1995, were also at the top in the 1995-1998 period, though showing larger percentage 
increases. East Boston was a major exception growing 61.5% between 1995 and 1998, after 
showing no change between 1991 and 1995. Jamaica Plain, which also did not change between 
1991 and 1995, saw a 21% increase between 1995 and 1998. South Boston’s changes are also 
noteworthy, showing a 45.5% increase between 1995 and 1998 compared to an 18.7% increase 
between 1991 and 1995. 


Percentage Increase in Rents Between 1995 and 1998 for Neighborhoods 


Neighborhood 1995-1998 
Central Boston 66.7% 
East Boston 61.5% 
Charlestown 45.8% 
South Boston 45.5% 
Back Bay/Beacon Hill 34.3% 
Allston/Brighton Ziel 75 
Dorchester 25.9% 
Fenway/Kenmore 23.8% 
Jamaica Plain 21.0% 
South End 16.7% 
Hyde Park 14.3% 
Roslindale 13.8% 
West Roxbury 8.8% 

1995 - 1998 Inflation = 8.0% 

Roxbury 5.4% 
Mattapan NA 
Highest 66.7% 

Lowest 5.4% 


Percentage Increase in Median Rents Over Time 
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Cen — Central Boston; Chas — Charlestown; Fen — Fenway/Kenmore; S End — South End; S Bos — 
South Boston; BB/BH — Back Bay/Beacon Hill; Mat —- Mattapan; W Rox — West Roxbury; AB — 
Allston/Brighton; Dor — Dorchester; Hyd — Hyde Park; Ros — Roslindale; Rox — Roxbury; JP — 
Jamaica Plain; E Bos — East Boston ; 
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Dollar Changes 1991-1995 and 1995-1998 


The actual dollar changes corresponding to the percentage changes in rents in the 1991- 
1995 and 1995-1998 time periods are shown below. The total dollar change in rents over the 
entire seven year period is also shown. The larger percentage changes translated into larger 
dollar amount changes in the 1995-98 time period compared to the 1991-95 period for all 
neighborhoods except West Roxbury, where the increase was lower, and the South End, where 
the increase was the same. 


Dollar Change in Median Rents over Time and by Neighborhoods 
(Ranked by 1991-98 $ change) 


Total 

$Change $Change $Change 

Neighborhood 1991-98 1991-95 1995-98 
Central Boston $1,550 $550 $1,000 
Charlestown $900 $350 $550 
Back Bay/Beacon Hill $698 $201 $497 
South Boston $505 $130 $375 
Fenway/Kenmore $450 $200 $250 
South End $400 $200 $200 

Mecast Boston $400. jo SO i $400 

Allston/Brighton $336 $94 $242 
Dorchester $200 $25 $175 
West Roxbury Sito $100 wi 
Jamaica Plain $163 $0 $163 
Hyde Park $125 $25 $100 
Roslindale $125 $25 $100 
Roxbury $50 $13 $37 
Mattapan NA NA NA 
Highest $1,550 $550 $1,000 

Lowest $50 $0 $37 


Rent Increases in Dollars Over Time 
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Cen — Central Boston; Chas — Charlestown; BB/BH — Back Bay/Beacon Hill; E Bos — East Boston; 
S Bos — South Boston: Fen — Fenway/Kenmore; AB — Allston/Brighton; S End — South End; Dor — 
Dorchester: JP — Jamaica Plain; Hyd — Hyde Park; Ros — Roslindale; W Rox — West Roxbury; Rox 
— Roxbury; Mat — Mattapan 
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